Abstract-The emergence of e-learning is an educational trend that aligns appropriately with contemporary technological change. The 21 st century learner expects self-directed facilitation characterised by various communication and social networking platforms. These collaborative networks offer interactive learning environments that cater to individual learning preferences. Accessibility to a wide range of personal and professional communities simultaneously broadens the scope of the educational as well as the personal experience for the learner.
I. INTRODUCTION
Learning is a social process that occurs within an individual through passive development of behaviours that are shaped by external forces [1] . Social constructivists therefore believe that reality, knowledge and learning are constructed socially and culturally through human activity. Meaning is created through individual interactions and with the environment students live in.
Contemporary learning and teaching strategies are designed to reflect the new world e-learning environment and to embrace technologies that continue to evolve and transform education. E-learning is the core response to these revised learning and teaching strategies. E-learning facilitates the social constructivist theory as it provides a platform for establishing collaborative learning. E-learning is defined as formal and non-formal education that uses electronic delivery methods such as internet-based learning delivery packages, CD-ROM, online video conferencing, websites or email to manage the relationship between teacher and learners [2] . Technological change continues to modify the role of learners and educators. The current cyber generation expects today's education system to present a technologically diverse learning environment.
The web is a dynamic interactive space, a tool that promotes social networking and assists in establishing communities of practice where knowledge, reality and learning are disseminated. Emerging uses of Web 2.0 technologies to support social networking and collaborative learning are increasingly important in shaping the new learning environment. Web applications supported by Web 2.0 permit interaction and collaboration on the World Wide Web. Participatory dialogue ensues and creates user generated content in a virtual community. Web 2.0 tools such as social networking sites, weblogs, wikis, Podcasts, vodcasts, instant messengers (IM), social bookmarks have the potential to meet the needs of the 21 st century learner generation, who seek greater autonomy as well as collaborative networks and interactive learning styles. Learning activity changes as technology has reorganized how we live, how we communicate and how we learn [3] .
Reflective practice is vital to cultivating cognitive skills and developing a variety of other essential generic skills. Reflection is learning to learn. Reflective practice is meta-management of concentration, comprehension and affect through which a learner considers the variables in the learning process and looks at alternative pathways and solutions [4] . In its simplest definition, reflection can be seen as "consciously thinking about and analysing what one has done (or is doing)" [5] . This is an everyday occurrence. In reflective writing structured approaches that exist in learning situations enable students to understand their own learning process [4] . In addition, reflective learning encourages deeper learning and understanding, and offers a relevant framework for development of professionals who will be Reflective Blogging: Education in a Social Constructivist Environment -A Case Study Rashika Sharma and Sylila Monteiro lifelong learners, committed to continuous improvement of their practice [6] . Reflection in terms of learning "is a generic term for those intellectual and affective activities in which individuals engage to explore their experiences in order to lead to new understandings and appreciations" p.7 [7] . For digital natives new media technologies are more appropriate than paper based reflective logs because they already participate on a global level. Blogging is the new reflective platform where dynamic collaboration becomes viable and enhances critical thinking. Web 2.0 increases participation and confirms to students that education is a constantly evolving entity. By allowing students to use the technology tools of Web 2.0, teachers are presenting students with the opportunity to learn for themselves and share their learning with their peers locally as well as globally.
II. THE CASE STUDY
Weblogs are a resource primarily meant for communication but the information can be organised in such a manner that makes weblogs an ideal platform for a reflective journal. Students can individually express and reflect on their thoughts, their experiences, at the same time sharing reflections with peers and receiving teacher feedback. Weblogs were introduced as a medium for reflective writing for a course in an Applied Technology degree in New Zealand. The course entitled "Communication, Problem Solving and Health & Safety" is a mandatory first semester generic course offered to students specialising in automotive technology, marine technology or electro technology. Part of the assessment for the course requires students to maintain a weekly reflective journal as evidence of their individual progression of learning. The reflective journal contributes 10 per cent towards the students overall grade for the course. Prior to 2010 students were expected to maintain a paper based reflective journal. However with the growing emphasis on e-learning, weblogs were introduced in the course in Semester one of 2011. To examine the value of this intervention it was essential to gauge students' perception of blogging as a reflective tool. This paper presents research findings and student responses.
III. METHODOLOGY & SAMPLE DESCRIPTION
A qualitative approach was chosen for this research with questionnaires used as the prime source for data collection. Reference [8] indicates that "qualitative, less structured, word based and open-ended questionnaires may be more appropriate as they can capture the specificity of a particular situation" (p. 247-248). A semi-structured questionnaire was designed with both closed and open qualitative questions. Data collected not only generated numerical data for comparison purposes but also provided an insightful spectrum of student opinions.
IV. DATA ANALYSIS
The student sample consisted of sixty five, Semester One 2011 undergraduates. A total of fifty six students participated in the research generating an 86 per cent response rate. The participants were mainly males with only 6 per cent females.
Reflective writing was a new learning experience for 64 per cent of participants' whereas 36 per cent were familiar with this assessment tool. However blogging was completely new for 61 per cent of the cohort indicating that 3 per cent out of the 64 per cent who had never kept reflective journals had participated in personal blogging prior to embarking in the course. Only 39 per cent of the participants had prior experience with weblogs. Student feedback on weblogs indicates that 82 per cent viewed it positively. The majority of the students evaluated it as an average reflective tool as illustrated in Fig. 1 . The literature reviewed indicates several similar trends to these results. Reference [9] stated that communications, arts or education majors found blogs more useful than science or math majors who suggested that they could only use blogs to debate theories and ethical questions. This confirmed that applied technology students who preferred experiential learning -learning by doing -were inclined to consider blogging negatively.
Reference [10] also corroborated that some students felt discomfort in expressing feelings and opinions in public forums. They further stated that analysis of patterns of interaction showed that blogs were not well used as a communication tool for interactions with student peers but were helpful for communication with the tutor. This reluctance towards blogging could adversely affect student ratings of blogs as a learning tool. The creation of a safe, comfortable classroom atmosphere as well as a positive teacher-student relationship would be conducive to blogging.
Through this research it was evident that the theory does not necessarily fully support the practicalities of blogging. The researchers found the following impediments:
• Most importantly for weblogs to function effectively computer accessibility is the vital feature. In addition to PC, laptops, iphones, ipads, tablets and wifi are recommended to facilitate e-learning through blogging.
• Some technically oriented students are impatient with blogs therefore it is recommended that future researchers consider additional support for these students.
• Some mature students may not be social network savvy to engage effectively in blogging. Such students will benefit through peer mentoring. The above three aspects can be of significance in future research.
V. DISCUSSION
Three major themes emerged from this research on students' perception of weblogs as a medium for reflective writing.
A. Group Interaction & Communication
Collaboration and group interaction was highlighted by students as the most beneficial characteristic of weblogs. Students commented that "It's good to best to stay connected with your friends and keep updating your reflective writing" and "allow tutors to see interaction within the group." The interaction between students and their peers and between tutors and students created a positive learning environment that encouraged participation in blogs. Reference [11] stated that a suite of creative, critical, communication and collaboration skills can be addressed successfully by using blogs. Blogs can help students improve the quality of their writing through a combination of peer and lecturer feedback, and in so doing develop critiquing skills to give feedback [12] . This is further elaborated by a student commenting that "as a learning tool blogs help to generate new ideas and reflect on the mistakes made, this will help to get 'it' right or at least make improvements on the next similar project".
Researchers as mentioned earlier, have confirmed that blogs allow open communication and interaction between teacher, student and peers forming collaborative communities of practice. Student comments that weblogs are "very good to share information" and "sharing info with other students on-line" authenticate parallels with literature that weblogs create a culture of collaboration which is essential for real world learning. Weblogs are seen as excellent in recording individual's progress, accomplishments and reflections [13] .
Constructivist pedagogy theorised by Kant and Hegel is demonstrated through the practice of online collaborative learning. Constructivism through blogs or groups of blogs creates a community of learners. Reference [14] confirms that blogging is about creating learning communitiescommunities of practice.
B. Familiarity with Technology & Internet Connectivity
Student engagement and familiarity with computer technology together with the challenges presented by Web 2.0 influenced the frequency of blogging. Many mature students commented that 'the whole thing (blogging) is difficult for me not really knowing even basic computer skills' and another student stated that 'I think I'm getting old and I mostly forget how to create a blog. However for the first time I got through but in the middle of the semester I couldn't get through.' These comments contradicts [15] statement that blog's "underdetermined" design, where the system is engaging, yet intuitive and easy to learn makes it equitable for many age groups and both genders. However the results of this study align positively with [16] who mention that the basic mechanics of blogging was a challenge for students in their research as well. Some preferred traditional pen and paper environment compared to the online learning. Those who were hesitant to engage in blogs were mature students diffident with ICT. This is a consequence of the digital divide. However some students, the digital natives, were more optimistic towards using blogs and were keen to take up the challenge though it was a new learning environment for them. 'I've never done it before so in terms of learning a new skill expands my knowledge in dealing with computers'. Approximately 73 per cent students were either confident or very confident in the new e-learning environment as evident in Figure 2 .
C. Learning Progression
Learning is a continuous process creating change -change in the ways in which people 'understand, or experience, or conceptualize the world around them' p.4 [17] . Static learning is acquiring information. Static learning creates a repository of knowledge through which facts, skills, experiences and methods are not merely retained but can be recalled and applied in future situations. Learning entails abstracting meaning, interpreting knowledge and associating subject matter to each other and to the real world. Learning is complex as the individual interprets and understands reality in a variety of contexts. Reference [17] stated that learning involves comprehending the world by reinterpreting knowledge.
In the real world choices have to be made, some simple others multifarious. Reflective practice naturally comes into play in problem solving and decision making as it is an innate characteristic for an individual to rationalize. This process of reflection unconscious or implicit as it maybe or conscious or formal as the individual chooses affects the learning process and new knowledge is generated. Student feedback corroborated that reflection is a tool that facilitates learning progression. Their comments on their reflective blogs are as follows:
They [blogs] are effective for looking back identifying problems and solutions used.
As the learning tool blogs help to generate new ideas and reflect on the mistakes made, this will help you to get 'it' right or at least make improvements on the next similar project.
It keeps you active and makes you reflect on your previous work which helps you learn to remember the ideas you came up with.
The comments above are evidence of self evaluation and self critiquing effecting change and furthering learning progression through student self awareness. Reflective thinking and self-perception becomes a continuous, conscious or unconscious evaluative process, a combination of reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. Critical deep reflection gives insightful self-analysis bringing about attitudinal change and progression in learning. Skills in communication, critical thinking, self-learning, self-and social awareness, empathy, and sensitivity to cultural differences are developed. In higher education, students find peer evaluation "less anxiety-provoking" p. 72 [18] as students enjoy the sense of ownership and direct involvement in judging the quality of student achievements [19] . On going and immediate teacher feedback is invaluable from the formative view point. Reference [20] also indicates that when feedback and reflection are integrated in the form of reflective conversations between teachers and students, both teachers and students could benefit from the reflective practice. Thus self-evaluation, peer evaluation and teacher feedback augment social networking and creates a virtual community of practice (VCOP) lending to social constructivism.
VI. SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVISM THROUGH VCOP
The VCOP is a dynamic, 'living curriculum' forum, facilitating learning of all who are involved. The management of knowledge evolves through the collective responsibility of its professional practitioners. A direct relationship occurs between learning and performance with knowledge creation and sharing which is the basis of social constructivism. Thus the VCOP participants are 'prosumers' -stewarding knowledge on a global platform as there are no limitations of formal structures nor geographical boundaries. This intersubjectivity of the VCOP supports collaborative learning. According to Vygotsky constructivism is social interaction that develops cognition and increases the repository of knowledge as learning is a social process and reality evolves through human activity. Web 2.0 tool weblog presents a variety of possibilities for reflection, rapid ongoing feedback and knowledge creation which is social constructivism in action.
VII. CONCLUSION
Education in today's global blended environment is a creative commons where knowledge construction, application, evaluation and revision occur as an on going process. New knowledge evolves through a combination of reflection and collaboration as 'new kernels of truth' emerge. Web 2.0 is an ideal tool for the e-learning Gen Y digital natives who are prosumers, the social constructivists of knowledge.
